Background and Objectives: This study explores the lifelong learning experience of vulnerable older adults to find out (a) what is involved in their activities, (b) what meanings they take from their learning, and (c) how participation in a learning program helps to maintain their well-being and independent living despite their daily challenges. Research Design and Methods: This study employed a hermeneutic phenomenological approach. As part of a larger study, we conducted semi-structured interviews with older learners enrolled in general interest courses at a public continuing education program. In this study, we particularly focused on 10 vulnerable participants (8 women and 2 men, aged from 70 to 90), and analyzed their accounts following van Manen's (2014) guided existential inquiry method. After the inductive thematic analysis, we clustered the overarching themes into five existentials (lived-body, lived-relation, lived-space, lived-time, and lived-material) to explicate the meanings of their lived experience of learning. Results: The meanings of learning found in the five existential aspects included: (a) assurance for the dissonant body and mind; (b) a circle of camaraderie; (c) a balance between physical and mental spaces; (d) integration of past, present, and future; and (e) beyond knowledge and skills. Participants' continuous practice of learning works as a therapeutic self-help mechanism to counterbalance changes in their lifeworlds. Discussion and Implications: The findings contribute to the growing body of evidence of the wider benefits of lifelong learning and its crucial role in well-being and health among aging populations. Governments at all levels should take full advantage of these benefits.
Additionally, adult learning theorists see learning as often triggered when people are out of harmony with the surrounding situation (Jarvis, 2009) . Other theorists also argue that adult learning is an emotional reaction to uncomfortable states (e.g., uneasiness, unsettling feelings, emotional dilemmas; Brookfield, 2000; Mezirow, 2000) . Nevertheless, according to Jarvis (2009, p.22) , even if learning starts from a state of "disjuncture between me and the world", paradoxically, it often provides learners with motivation and optimism, and helps them maintain the self. That is because, in his words, "as long as I can continue to learn, I remain an unfinished person-the possibility of more growth, more experience and so on remains-or I am still learning to be me!" (Jarvis, 2009, p. 30) .
Based on these human learning theories, Russell (2007) conducted a qualitative study to investigate the learning experience of older computer learners (aged 63-86 years) in Australia. Using a phenomenological approach, she analyzed the nature, the meanings, and the outcomes of learning, focusing on the four universal structures of human existence (lived-body, lived-time, lived-space, and livedrelation) described by van Manen (1997) . Her findings suggested that her participants valued computer learning as a means for greater participation in their lifeworlds (i.e., everyday life). Russell's study (2007) insightfully describes how later life learning can provoke existential questions, whereas helping older adults solve the "disjuncture" facing their lives as they, and the world, changes.
In the same vein, over the past decade, a growing body of quantitative and qualitative evidence has shown the wider benefits of lifelong learning in adulthood. Participation in lifelong learning was found to be associated with positive mental and physical health, better family relations and parenting skills, more positive attitudes, healthier behaviors, enhanced civic participation, and expanded social networks (Dolan, Fujiwara, & Metcalfe, 2012; Feinstein et al., 2008; Field, 2009 Field, , 2011 Manninen et al., 2014; Schuller et al., 2004) . Studies focused on older adults have also confirmed the positive impact of participation in learning programs-in particular, nonformal and recreational types of learning-on general psychological well-being, self-efficacy, purpose of life, social support, cognitive function, physical health, and successful aging (Chen et al., 2015; Cohen et al., 2007; Jenkins & Mostafa, 2015; Leung & Liu 2011; Narushima, 2008; Narushima, Liu, & Diestelkamp, 2013a , 2016 Sloane-Seale & Kops, 2008; Withnall, 2009) . As the reports of these positive effects are based on overall figures, there can be exceptions. Some learners experience anxiety, stress, or dissatisfaction if the course is not right for them, or is instructed in inappropriate ways (Field, 2009; Soulsby, 2014) . Nevertheless, the accumulating evidence of the benefits of lifelong learning should not be overlooked, especially given global aging and widening social and health inequities.
Studies have found that participation in learning brings even greater benefits to socially vulnerable groups, including older adults. A study of British adults over 60 in various learning programs (N = 335) found that learners with health problems reported higher levels of psychological and social benefits than those in good health (Dench & Regan, 2000) . Similarly, a study of learners over 60 in a public continuing education program in Canada (N = 699) found that those in the fair or poor health group and those in the lowest income group reported the greatest benefits for their health and coping with daily challenges (Narushima, Liu, & Diestelkamp, 2013b) . More recently, a large-scale study analyzed the benefits of liberal adult education courses in 10 European countries (N = 8,646) . Its results indicate that, although participants (aged 15-92 years) generally reported multiple benefits, those with less education benefitted most. Moreover, participation in the liberal adult courses improved the sense of purpose in life most markedly in both the youngest (15-24) and oldest (65-92) age groups. The latter also reported benefits in the areas of social engagement, health, and mental well-being more than other age groups (Manninen et al., 2014) . These studies suggest that lifelong learning courses can work as an equalizer for socially disadvantaged groups.
Even so, too many adults are still excluded from lifelong learning opportunities (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2016) . Participants in these nonformal and liberal adult learning programs are typically more educated and with higher socioeconomic status. Older adults are no exception to this "Matthew effect" of learning (Blossfeld, KilpiJakonen, de Vilhena, & Buchholz, 2014) . The "Matthew effect", a term coined by R.K. Merton (1968) , denotes a cumulative advantage, a mechanism that leads to growing inequality over time. The cumulative advantage spans the life-course and generates large disparities in wealth and health in later life (DiPrete & Eirich, 2006; Willson, Shuey, & Elder, 2007) . Although many countries still do not have lifelong learning statistics for older adults, participation in learning activities generally declines drastically, especially after age 75 (Soulsby, 2014; UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2016) . Older adults with poor health and disabilities, limited education and income, and who lack information, motivation and self-confidence due to negative school experiences, are seldom found in later life learning programs (Jarvis, 2010; Manheimer, 2008) . Furthermore, public lifelong learning programs for older adults are scarce or diminishing in many countries, because so little government money typically goes to adult learning (UNESCO Lifelong Learning Institute, 2016). As a result, lifelong learning has become more marketplace-driven (Manheimer, 2008; Phillipson, 2013; Schuller & Watson, 2009; UNESCO Lifelong Learning Institute, 2016) . In a nutshell, vulnerable older adults face intersecting barriers that prevent them from engaging in lifelong learning activities (Sloane-Seale & Kops, 2008) .
Research Objectives and Questions
This study explores experience of lifelong learning for older adults who continue to live independently in the community, despite multiple risk conditions or vulnerabilities in old age. According to the "old age vulnerability framework" (Schröder-Butterfill & Marianti, 2006) , the subgroups of older adults most at risk include the old-old adults, those with lower income, those with lower education, those with poor health, those widowed and living alone, and those with poor social networks. Our research questions include: 1) What is involved in their lifelong learning activities? 2) What meanings do vulnerable older adults derive from their learning experience? 3) How does continuous participation in a lifelong learning course help them maintain psychological well-being and independent living, despite the challenges they face?
Design and Methodology
We employed a qualitative research methodology, specifically, a phenomenological approach. The phenomenological approach is based on a philosophy originated by Edmund Husserl (1859 Husserl ( -1938 and developed through the works of modern philosophers such as Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty (Spieglberg, 1982 cited in Creswell, 2013 . Although different schools exist (Dowling, 2007) , phenomenologists share the attitude of "seeing afresh" or "let the phenomenon show itself in its essence" (Finlay, 2014, p.122) . Phenomenological research thus aims to develop understanding of essential structures of "lived experience" of a certain phenomenon shared by several individuals (Creswell, 2013; Finlay, 2014) . In particular, we turned to van Manen's hermeneutic phenomenology for this study (van Manen, 1997 (van Manen, , 2014 . Hermeneutic (interpretive) phenomenology is a "meaning-giving method of inquiry" (van Manen, 2014, p.28) , which questions the nature, meaning, and significance of the experience "as we live through it" (van Manen, 2014, p.39) . We chose this approach, not only because it allows us to listen directly to the voices of vulnerable older learners and depict their experiences, but also to interpret the meanings of their lifelong learning within the context of their everyday lives (i.e., lifeworlds). This approach is also widely used in health and education studies. The study received ethics clearances from the Research Ethics Boards of the researchers' university and the local school board.
Participants and Sampling Strategy
The participants in study included 10 vulnerable older learners (8 women and 2 men). They were enrolled in a continuing education program run by a school board in partnership with various community facilities including adult learning centers, community centers, and retirement homes. The program offers a wide variety of noncredit general interest courses (e.g., arts and craft, music and dance, fitness, computer, languages) in both evening courses and daytime courses. Course fees are cheaper than similar programs offered by private or nonprofit organizations.
The program is popular among diverse older adults, including lower income seniors, as the school board offers "seniors discount" for those older than 65 years, and a "fee waiver" for those who need it to make it affordable. Prior to this qualitative study, we conducted a program-wide survey with nearly 700 learners to obtain their demographics, health state, history of learning, and state of psychological well-being. Out of 57 participants who volunteered for follow-up interviews, we selected 10 participants who met the three criteria for this study. First, they were 70 years or older and living at home independently. Second, they had been participants in the program for more than one term (9-12 weeks). Last, they reported more than three risk factors or conditions listed in above-mentioned Schröder-Butterfill and Marianti's (2006) "vulnerabilities in old age framework".
Ten participants' ages ranged from 70 to 90 years, with a mean age of 76 years. Most of them were enrolled in daytime courses in subject areas such as arts and crafts (8), dancing (1), and computers (1). Eight were long-term participants in the same course (with a mean duration of 10 years), whereas two had quit the course less than a year. Although four identified themselves as immigrants, they had moved to Canada in their teens or early twenties.
Data Collection
In the summer of 2012, two researchers visited each participant's home to conduct a 60-120 minutes semi-structured interview in English. We asked participants to talk freely about their personal background, including their previous occupations, family and friends, education, their experiences in the current or past lifelong learning courses, and their motivations and perceived benefits from continuous participation in the program. We also asked participants to show us an artifact that symbolized their learning. The home visits and the "show and tell" provided us with opportunities for relaxed conversation, while observing their everyday life spaces and the products of their learning. The interview was audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim, and the artifacts were photographed.
Data Analysis
Data analysis involved two phases. The first phase was an inductive thematic analysis. After reading the transcripts several times, we began with line-by-line readings of the first transcript, highlighting any meaning units in phrases or paragraphs that related to the participant's learning experience. We then interpreted the meanings of these phrases in context, labeled them, sorted them into conceptually mediated thematic clusters, and listed them as major themes and subthemes. During this interpretation process, we focused not only on what participants said explicitly, but also looked for implicit meanings. For example, one participant, who had participated in the same art course for a long time, kept calling his craft making as "my work". We labeled this as lifelong learning as an identity. In other words, for him lifelong learning is an important part of his identity like 'work'. The rest of the nine transcripts were analyzed one at a time in the same way. Once all 10 transcripts were analyzed separately, we compared the lists of themes and related quotations to look for overarching themes and subthemes. Although the phase one analysis helped us identify themes and subthemes or key elements involved in the learning practice of vulnerable older adults, we questioned if we had really understood the essential meaning structures of lifelong learning as an existential phenomenon, since it seemed to become lost under those fragmented themes and subthemes.
Therefore, as the second phase, we employed the "guided existential inquiry" method proposed by van Manen (2014) to advance our interpretation by more explicitly focusing on their lifewords. van Manen (2014) notes that we all experience reality through five essential aspects "existentials" including: "lived-body (corporeality)", "lived-time (temporality)", "lived-space (spatiality)", "lived-relation (relationality)", and "lived-things (materiality)". This structure of human existence provides "universal themes to explore the meanings of our lifeworld and of the particular phenomena" being studied (van Manen, 2014, p.303) . We thus re-clustered the overarching themes and subthemes that identified from our analysis into these five existential aspects. This phase of the analysis helped us speculate about the interrelations between the themes, see more clearly the interactions between body and mind, person and world, and explicate their lived experiences in more holistic way.
In order to increase trustworthiness (Creswell, 2013) , we triangulated the data by combining interviews with our observations of participants' life spaces and products of learning. The member checks allowed participants to review their transcripts and modify their narratives if necessary. Two researchers read and analyzed the first few transcripts together to identify key themes and subthemes, while verifying the standard for their interpretation. It was impossible to completely free ourselves from preconceived ideas on the topic because of our previous research experience. Yet, we tried to be reflective and to stay open-minded as much as possible throughout the research process by keeping journals and debriefing each other.
Findings
The 10 participants' narratives revealed the multidimensional and multilayered meanings and effects of their long-term involvement in the public continuing education program. The followings are the major overarching themes and subthemes of their lived experience of learning in the five existential aspects. The themes and subthemes are in Italics.
Assurance for the Dissonant Body and Mind: Lived-Body (Corporeality)
Of the five existential aspects, participants most frequently talked about how their relationship with their body responds to learning. For most, continuous learning works as a means for self-assurance and coherence for their dissonant body and mind. The major subthemes included participants' frustration and anxiety about their discomforting body. Although these themes were often buried under an enthusiastic facade, all participants mentioned at least three chronic health conditions such as high blood pressure, heart problems, severe arthritic pain in back, fingers and knees, difficulty in walking, Parkinson's, autoimmune hepatitis, migraines, sleep deprivation, glaucoma, survival from cancer or heart attack, and so on. For example, Lucy, who had been taking dancing courses over 10 years, described her body thusly:
Basically my health hasn't been very good. I've had a few real setbacks. Last year, I had a major operation and I was incapacitated for a year. And just three months ago, I had a severe backache. It was my lower back, now it's also my upper back. So it has been interfering. My health has interfered in our life (Lucy, 75).
Many other participants expressed similar unsettling feelings about their body: "I've not been able to do much, and it's very, very annoying. It's upsetting when you used to be busy, and you can't be busy even if you want" (Beth, 73) .
Fear of losing physical ability is another subtheme that emerged from many participants' stories. This fear was especially pressing among those with serious mobility issues. Kathy (77) living alone, had multiple chronic illnesses and severe difficulty in walking. However, she had no plans to quit the painting course that she had been taking over the past nine years: "If you just sit around and do nothing, you just get depressed and become a vegetable. It's the same with the walking. I'll get there if I have to go on my hands and knees (laughter)". Many other participants used similar words (e.g., "don't want to vegetate" or "use it or lose it") to express their anxiety of the disablement that would result from being inactive.
At the same time, participants' frustration, anxiety, and fear about their changing physical abilities can also drive them to make a conscious effort to keep learning. Heather, an 82-year-old widow and an avid painter for over 20 years, beat cancer twice and survived a broken back. She said:
I firmly believe if you have cancer, you've got to push yourself. Because you could lay up in bed and go into worrying about dying. If you don't like that, you need to choose to live. So I just pushed myself to go there [painting class]. I can't give in to illness, because I really don't want the illness to get to me (Heather, 82).
Like Heather, many participants expressed a strong determination to attend their weekly classes. It is not always easy, but it usually works as a therapy if they go. Henry (90) had been enjoying an embroidery course with his wife for over 26 years. Then she developed dementia. He said, "These days it's mostly for her benefit rather than mine … so that she has company and her art that she still does very well. It's a real therapy, and her doctor told us to continue" (Henry, 90). Rose (75) had been attending a memoir writing class for five years. She described her morning struggle and the effects of her class: Some mornings, my knees are hurting, because I had four knee operations. I would just like to stay home. But I'll say 'no'. I'll get up, and go to school. Because I know it's good for me. It's going to make me feel better. In the class, you forget about your pain, because writing is therapeutic, and you are with your comrades. They say 'mind over matter'. I think it does work. My husband says that when I come home from my class, he has to bring me down from cloud nine (laughter) (Rose, 75).
Classes have clear therapeutic effects on many participants-attending weekly classes seems to provide some assurance for their mental faculties and a sense of agency, which adds some coherence to their lives.
A Circle of Camaraderie: Lived-Relation (Relationality)
Participants also talked a lot about the relationality involved in their learning. Six out of 10 participants lived alone, and their narratives naturally touched upon the loss of spouses, friends, and siblings, or in some cases children. When this shrinking social support network was combined with limited mobility, the risk of social isolation and depression increased. Kathy (77) put it in this way:
It's easy to get depressed. Because the girlfriends I hadwe used to do things together with-they're gone. Outside of the two exceptions who discontinued their courses after one term, participants described how their continuous participation in the program had helped them meet new people-who they call "comrades" or "friends"-and gain a sense of belonging in the community. Barbara (77), who lives alone in her apartment, had been an avid student of calligraphy for nine years. We interviewed her during the time she had to take a year off from the program for both financial and health reasons. She said:
I miss going to the class. It was once a week, so those are the people I miss the most. Every year new ones come in. You start talking to them. You exchange phone numbers. I made a few good friends. When the weather was bad, one of them came to pick me up. When someone is absent from class, we call each other to say, how are you doing, we miss you, we hope you will come back next week (Barbara, 77).
Like Barbara, many participants had built an informal social support network with other long-term learners in the course. They exchanged information related to the subject they studied, and occasionally went out together.
They talked about their families, current affairs, health, and checked in on each other when someone was absent. A few participants mentioned that they had met their role models in their classes:
We've got this one lady who is over 90, she always tries something new and different. She's started molding clay and painting it these days. It's interesting and great to see her every week in the class (Kathy, 77).
Another rather unexpected subtheme is the important role that instructors play. Eight of the 10 participants had remained in the same course for years, not only because of their supporting circle of comrades, but also because of their respect and fondness for instructors who they call "teachers". A good instructor was commonly characterized as a person who could create a safe, stimulating, and mutually respectful learning environment in the classroom. People engaged in art and crafts related courses especially appreciated that their teachers encouraged them to "do your own project" and "use their own creativity", while using peer-to-peer support and feedback in the class: "Our quilting teacher shows us how to do it, but she always encourages us to use our own imagination, do it our way" (Beth, 73).
In many cases, good instructors are the "glue" for the circle of comrades. Instructors' deliberate efforts to include social time, such as tea breaks, a term-end pot luck party, and occasional extra-curricular events (e.g., holding exhibitions) seems to help in the creation of a community. Conversely, the two participants who had discontinued their courses after one term singled out the ineffective instruction style and lack of a social aspect in their classes:
Well, in the computer course that I took, I didn't meet anybody. The teacher moved too fast from one topic to another. When people asked questions, he kinda bypassed …. It was intense, and we only had a short break for just going to the washroom" (Violet, 71).
The other participant who had discontinued her digital photography course also described the similar situations in her classes. However, she hired a private tutor and continued her learning.
A Balance Between Physical and Mental Spaces: LivedSpace (Spatiality)
Participants' stories suggest that later life learning acts to balance changing physical and mental spaces. Two subthemes that emerged were narrowing physical space and expanding mental space. As mentioned in the lived-body section, major risks shared among participants in this study were their physical health. Their chronic conditions, frailty, pains, and limited mobility made their lived physical space shrink as they aged. Self-described "eager travelers" had to give it up due to their bad back or difficulty in walking. Those who used to drive to visit friends stopped doing so, because they didn't feel comfortable on the highway, especially at night.
In contrast to these physical constraints, however, participants' narratives, buttressed by their excited tone of voice, suggested that learning helped them expand and broaden their mental space. Beth, a 73-year-old quilting master, who had started using a walker after a bad fall, described it this way:
When you keep learning, you find life more interesting, because you are not just surrounded by these four walls. You go out and see people who are different in ages and ethnicities. You are learning something new. Then you would come home and find something on television that connects to something you've been learning. So it [learning] broadens your outlook on life. As you get older, if you can't get out, you become narrow in in your thinking too. So learning and meeting people make my life more fun and interesting … and wider (Beth, 73).
Barbara, often home-bound due to her frailty, quoted a poem called "a kite" that she used for her calligraphy:
I say it, I often sit and wish that I could be a kite in the sky and ride up on the breeze and go whichever way I chance to blow (Barbara, 77).
Like Barbara, Kathy (77), who also had severe difficulty walking, showed her painting called "the wave" featuring a beautiful blue ocean with white breakers, saying "when I'm doing ocean, I feel I'm there. I was brought up by the ocean". It seems that lifelong learning became an alternative media which allowed them to travel freely in their work and imagination. This benefit seemed to be more apparent for those participants whose learning activities required creativity than for those who were taking practical skill courses.
Integration of Past, Present, and Future: Lived-Time (Temporality)
Themes involving temporality experienced in later life learning are classified by three different times: past (time directed inward), present (time is free to fill), and future (time left to grow). Among these three, participants tended to talk about present and future in terms of the benefit of continued learning, whereas their past was subtly interwoven with their products of learning. Most participants appreciated the freedom of their present life stage: as one participant put it, "this is my time" (Tom, 76) . Nevertheless, an abundance of free time to fill can also be daunting. Their weekly classes provide a purpose and an order in their everyday lives. Lucy (75) described the effect of her dancing class in this way:
It motivates you, you look forward, and the weeks go by so fast. Friday [the day of her dance class] is almost around the corner! I think it's very important to have a program in your life, otherwise in the morning, sometimes you don't feel like getting up. That's how you get depressed. But if you have certain days and hours that you have to go there, you will do that (Lucy, 75).
As Lucy suggested, a regimented course not only motivates participants; it also provides them with a weekly routine they can count on. Many participants practice what they are learning at home. Kathy, who lives alone with serious mobility issues, said: "At night, I can sit and paint for hours, and time goes by fast. I often found 'Oh good grief, it's already 1:00 in the morning!" (laughter) (Kathy, 77).
Participants also often linked their present learning to their future-namely "the time left to grow" (Tom, 76). Dawn (70) a widow and breast cancer survivor described what her learning of digital photography means to her:
By taking the course, I am moving forward … not missing out … or not getting stale … uh, I am learning, and keeping up with time. Learning feeds your interests, and interests feed you to learn more and more. In that way, you will continue as long as you can (Dawn, 70).
Tom (76) physically active despite a heart attack about 10 years ago, explained why he had recently started learning Japanese brush painting:
I'm getting a way of engaging my mind … (pause) … towards the times when I won't be as physically active as I am now.… Otherwise I would be very frustrated with myself. But I don't want to be a person who says, 'I used to be able to do this and that'. I just accept that part of my life. But what helps you accept that is you are replacing it with something else. You have to learn to be mentally flexible throughout your life.
[…] Well, I'm still alive. I'm going to die someday … soon, but I'm going to do something in-between (Tom, 76).
Like Dawn and Tom, all 10 participants shared a willingness to keep growing and moving with time while realizing their limited future
The third subtheme, past was often found in the artifacts introduced in "show and tell". Many participants often included something from the past within a product of their learning. This was especially prominent when Rose described her memoir. She said:
Although there were some good things, a lot of not very good things happened in my life. It's nice to be able to sit down and write those. It seems to give you a little bit of relief. I also wanted my children and grandchildren to be able to know what my life was like, and their heritage as to where they came from. (Rose, 75).
Other participants' art work also suggested that learning naturally helped them review their life by reproducing and preserving some memories (e.g., a late husband in his youth, the places where they grew up or traveled, their grandchildren when they were young) in their work.
Beyond Knowledge and Skills: Lived-Things (Materiality)
The final existential aspect of learning is related to materiality. van Manen (2014) noted that our possessions are extensions of our bodies and mind: "We see and recognize ourselves in the things of our world. Things tell me who I am" (p.306). Prominent (although intangible) materials related to participants' later life learning were improved knowledge and skills, positive attitudes and a sense of self. Most participants were proud of and pleased by their improvement in the subject they had been learning over the years, describing their gained skills as "something that other people don't have" (Barbara, 77). These became not only sources of self-esteem and confidence, but also a social lubricant for many. Kathy (77) who had held an exhibition of her paintings in a neighborhood coffee shop, said: "Well, it boosts up your ego for sure. But more than anything, my son was impressed by the way I am. I'm not just sitting around in an old folks' home (laughter)." Henry (90), a student of embroidery for 26 years, evaluated his improvement in stitching as "the difference between day and night". He said his handmade gifts are much appreciated by his family members:
A couple of years ago, I made a wood duck for my son in law for Christmas. It took a year and a half to complete it. It was off the Father's Day card he gave me. I drew it on the canvas, and stitched it. Boy, I have to admit that was my best. Of course, he loved it (laughter)" (Henry, 90).
The other often mentioned intangible lived-thing is the positive attitudes and an improved sense of self that continuous learning helps one acquire and maintain. All participants' narratives touched on the self-esteem and confidence it generates: "It makes me feel good about myself" (Kathy, 77; Tom 76), "It makes me more confident and easy to converse with others" (Henry, 90), "I'm pleased with myself. I am not a loser" (Barbara, 77) . Participants' positive attitudes stemmed not only from looking back on their selfgrowth over the years, but also from their day to day sense of achievement coping with challenges with dignity and integrity. Rose analyzed it this way: I think this [feeling good about myself] comes from my achievement. Because you didn't get beaten by these pains or a busy mind, you just push yourself, keep going, and do what you want to do. Learning helps me to be who I am" (Rose, 75).
Clearly, to keep going to weekly classes helps her to be who she is, and who she wants to be. A similar sentiment was echoed in Tom's (76) comment about the reason for tackling brush painting: "Well, some people ask why don't you just take a picture instead? ... and I say, 'because it's the act of drawing that's important, not the finished product." Such resilience and a strong sense of self may be one of the most important outcomes of continuous learning in late adulthood.
Discussion
Through this phenomenological analysis, we came to better understand the meanings that lifelong learning brings to the everyday lives of vulnerable older adults, and how this specific form of social activity helps those most at risk maintain their quality of life, well-being, and autonomy. Our findings suggest that lifelong learning contributes to compensatory changes in all five existential aspects of participants' lifeworlds. Their lived experiences highlighted the likelihood that continuous participation in a learning program works as a therapeutic self-help and daily coping mechanism in their lived-body, lived-relation, lived-apace, lived-time, and lived-material.
These findings confirmed that human learning is a lifelong and life-wide existential process that involves the whole person in relation with others (Jarvis, 2004 (Jarvis, , 2009 Russell, 2007) . Like Russell's (2007) study with older computer learners, the older learners in our study experienced a "disjuncture" between them and the world (Jarvis, 2009 ). However, unlike Russell's (2007) participants, whose learning was triggered by a temporary feeling of inadequacy due to their lack of computer knowledge, vulnerable older adults in our study experienced feelings of inadequacy almost daily. The biggest disjuncture echoed by our participants is the dissonance between body and mind. Many of them described the diminution of their lived bodies as quite separate from their active minds.
Our participants' strong determination to continue learning is in reaction to this disjuncture or disorienting dilemma. This echoes a number of adult learning theories (Brookfield, 200; Jarvis, 2004 Jarvis, , 2009 Mezirow, 2000; Russell, 2007) . Participants in our study, however, also showed that adult learning is not only reactive but also proactive. Through continuously learning a subject that they love and are good at, they make a conscious effort to prevent their daily disjuncture from worsening, actively trying to balance their losses and gains in later life (Atchley, 1989) . This proactive attitude may be attributed to the "paradox of learning" (i.e., learning provides a motivation and optimisms even it started from the state of disjuncture, which help maintain the self; Jarvis, 2009). Our findings also suggest that later life learning naturally helps older adult integrate the past through "life review", which enhances self-acceptance and integrity (Butler, 2010) .
Our study also found that vulnerable older adults' gratification stems from the synergetic connection between the individual and social aspects of their learning. The classroom is where they meet people with mutual interests (Manhaimer, 2008) , and their long-term involvement helps to expand the caring circle beyond the classroom. This finding provides further support to the theory that meaningful learning activity is situated in society, and involves all three states-being, becoming, and belonging (Jarvis, 2009; Kidd, 1973) . It also suggests that the social component of learning plays an important role in an individual's resilience (Whittington, 2013) . Although the two participants who discontinued the courses still valued the benefits of learning, they remembered those specific courses as a discouraging experience (Field, 2009; Soulsby, 2014) . Their negative experience illustrated that the social benefits of later life learning are largely reliant on instructors.
This study adds contextual evidence to the wider benefits of later life learning found in many previous studies. Participation in such programs benefits vulnerable older adults by providing various psychological and social resources and practical support (e.g., Dench & Regan, 2000; Field, 2009; Jenkins & Mostafa, 2015; Leung & Liu 2011; Manninen et al., 2014; Narushima, 2008; Schuller et al., 2004; Sloane-Seale & Kops, 2008; Withnall, 2009) . With regards to the benefits for well-being and health, it is doubtful that continuous participation in lifelong learning programs can forestall age-related diseases; yet participants in this study clearly demonstrated that it can help them maintain and develop capabilities to manage chronic conditions (Hammond, 2004; Ramsey & Blieszner, 2013) , slow down further deterioration, and keep enjoying a meaningful and autonomous life in the community. In addition, since most participants in our study were long-term learners (with a mean duration of 10 years), their learning was already a stable part of their lives. This type of lifelong learning or "life project"-which is closely related to their identity (Illeris, 2004 )-may become more important with age, as it accumulates and provides a sense of growth and continuity over time.
One unexpected finding is that long-term learners in our study were all engaged in creative and expressive types of courses (e.g., painting, memoir writing, wood curving, calligraphy, dance). We suspect this may depend on whether a subject facilitates instrumental or expressive types of learning. Cohen et al.'s (2007) creativity and aging study found that, compared with general activities, creative arts programs are highly engaging and sustaining. Manheimar (2008) has also noted that, compared to instrumental learning that aims at a mastery of certain skills, the expressive type of learning meets learners' intrinsic motivations.
Many of our participants turned out to be older women in arts related courses. Although this may be a limitation of our study, it also points out the direction of possible future research by raising several questions: Did their long-term continuity and positive well-being stem from the creative nature of the activity (e.g., expressive vs. instrumental learning)? Did older learner engaging in other types of courses (e.g., language, fitness) undergo a similar existential process? Did gender influence our findings? Did some of these benefits occur in the short term as well? Future research should investigate these points.
Conclusion
I learn, therefore I am. This is the essential meaning of lifelong learning that we heard from our 10 vulnerable older participants. To keep learning is almost a synonym for to keep living (being, becoming, belonging) . Learning in later life becomes an activity worth engaging in for its own sake as process as well as an end in itself. Participants in our study made it clear that, if one is fortunate enough to have regular access to a program similar to the one examined in this study-an affordable publicly subsidized social learning activity with good instructors and comrades-older adults, even those at high risk, can maintain a quality of life despite chronic illnesses and functional difficulties, while sustaining their later life development and personal autonomy in their own communities. Lifelong learning courses for older adults, especially for those most vulnerable, have the potential to be an effective community-wide social model of care, and a useful strategy for health promotion and reduction of health and social inequity. Given the current marginalized status of later life learning in educational and ageing policies, governments at all levels, in collaboration with other community organizations, should shift course to take full advantage of this opportunity to create more active learning and aging societies for all. 
Funding

